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From the  Directors   
ôNo holds barred õ 

 

BY ANY CONCEIVABLE YARDSTICK, 2016 WAS A STRANGE ELECTION YEAR. And óstrangeô doesnôt 

come anywhere close to cutting it. Charles Dickens said it best in A Tale of Two Cities: ñIt was the 

best of times; it was the worst of times...ò  As far as this office is concerned, itôs good to be looking at 

2016 thru the rearview mirror. 
 

   Any presidential election year is going to involve four 

countywide elections: the winter presidential primary, our an-

nual April municipal election, an August state primary, and of 

course the November General. Those are the years when our 

staff canôt take vacations, and the entire office will work thru 

regularly scheduled holidays. This past year was no exception. 

What was different about 2016 though was the timing of the 

presidential primary, and the controversy surrounding the No-

vember General election. 

 Previous years always saw us with ample time to recover 

from a presidential primary before gearing up for April. In 

2012 it was eight weeks; in 2008 it was nine. Ditto for 2004. In 

2016 though, the presidential primary was set for March 15.  

The April municipal election, by state statute, would follow in 

exactly three weeks. We had never before conducted two 

countywide elections that close together. 

 One of the good points of having a dual voting systemð

touch screens and paperðis the flexibility it gives you for situ-

ations where the calendar doesnôt allow enough time to repro-

gram our electronic devices. March, being a federal election, 

required handicapped accessible voting machines. So the deci-

sion was made to use our normal complement of equipment in 

March, and just paper ballots in April. 

 While St. Louis County is the largest election jurisdiction in 

the state with 700K voters, on a national scale, thatôs nothing. 

Where we do stand out, though, is our complexity. In that re-

spect, we rank with Los Angeles and Chicagoôs Cook County 

with our 90 municipalities, 23 school districts, 24 fires, ten li-

brary districts, and a plethora of others. But weôd rather forego 

the notoriety of being in that top tier if we could have simpler 

elections. Thatôs not going to happen, at least not anytime soon. 

And it was this complexity that was one of the elements in a 

perfect storm of events that conspired against us to have a 

flawed April election. Hereôs how it all came about. 

Coding an election, i.e., setting up the ballot counting pro-

gram, is a monumental task given the complexity of our frac-

tured governmental structure. For an April election, it takes a 

team of four about four weeks. 

In order to make sense of the 300 districts and wards, 325 

candidates, and 94 ballot propositions that were on the April 

ballot, we had to organize these into ballot groupings. The dif-

ference in these sister groups could be that one is voting on 

Ward 2 candidates, while the other is voting on Ward 3; both 

within the same municipality. 

The building blocks of last yearôs April election were the 

323 distinct ballot groups scattered across 432 voting locations. 

Many of those locations had multiple groups. Adding to this 

complexity was that some candidates and/or entities were add-

ed to or subtracted from the ballot as a result of litigation. This 

occurs all too often in municipal elections. 

In the run-up to April, each staff member was performing 

double duty in that normal post-election tasks from the March 

election were taking place on top of the pre-election prepara-

tions for the April election. In the midst of this hectic environ-

ment a critical error was made in the merging of databases used 

to order ballots. Proof reading of all election related material is 

done as a matter of course in this office, but proofing was not 

as thorough as it should have been in this instance. The error in 

this case resulted in the mis-assigning of registered voter 

counts by ballot grouping within the same polling place.  So, 

going back to the earlier analogy of wards 2 and 3, both run-

ning in the same poll; if Ward 2 had a thousand voters, but 

Ward 3 had only a hundred, and those registered voter amounts 

were reversed, Ward 2 would use up its supply of ballots early 

on, while Ward 3 would have a surplus. And we had no touch-

screen voting equipment to fall back on.  

The result of this error was a shortage of ballots, for at least 

one ballot group, in 62 of our 431 polling places. As expected, 

the public and media backlash was immediate and intense.  

Thankfully, our office staff and poll workers rose to the oc-

casion. We sent press releases and conducted numerous inter-

views in order to inform the public of the issue. In many cases 

poll workers made copies of blank ballots until additional bal-

lots could be delivered from our local print vendor. We allowed 

any voter to come vote at the Election Board office if ballots 

had not yet arrived at their polling place. We also petitioned the 

court to keep the polls open so that voters could return to their 

polling place after the normal poll closing time.     

Although it was extremely embarrassing, a major election 

crisis was averted.  In the end, the worst-case scenario of hav-

ing a ñre-doò election was not necessary. 

While April was a partially problematic election, it was 

bookended by a highly successful March presidential primary 

and August state primary, followed by a smooth General Elec-

tion. 
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You canõt afford to stand still in elections. Technology 

drives our business, just like it does other aspects of our lives. 

But change purely for the sake of change isnôt good enough. It 

has to enhance the voting experience by making it more con-

venient, more accurate, or saves tax dollars. 

For all three of those reasons we took a long, hard look at 

Poll Pads last year to replace the aging paper printouts of regis-

tered voters. Those had been in use since 1987, but werenôt in 

step with the digital age.  Poll Pads offer speed and accuracy in 

checking in voters. And we do it cheaper by employing far 

fewer poll workers. For the presidential election, we saved over 

$50,000 in poll worker salaries alone. For a better feel for this 

new equipment, and the cost savings, see the full story on page 

seven. 

With the 24/7 attention the presidential race was getting in 

the mediaðin addition to seven somewhat lengthy constitu-

tional amendments and County propsðone of our top priorities 

was to keep the voting lines moving. The more people who do 

their homework before stepping up to the voting booth, the 

more smoothly the process runs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So we replaced the traditional election notification postcard 

with a five panel foldout containing the entire ballot, including 

the seven propositions. First the election judges swipe the bar-

code on the front to identify the voter, then the mailer is taken 

to the voting booth as a cheat-sheet.  

We were well-pleased with the results. In all probability, the 

new postcard style will continue. 

On the facing page to the Poll Pad story on pg. 8, youôll see 

a photo of two BOE senior staff in front of a computer screen 

duplicating unreadable ballots. The November General Elec-

tion was our first time using this ballot duplication software.  It 

proved its value with the shorter amount of time it took to cor-

rect voter errors and turn out a readable ballot.  And it puts a 

code on the bottom of each ballot, linking them to each other. 

If St. Louis County would ever be involved in a high-profile 

recount, such as the one in Florida in 2000, the system would 

vindicate itself, no matter how many expert observers there 

were looking over our shoulders. 

Finally, weôd like to highlight the steps weôve taken to be 

responsible stewards of the publicôs tax dollars. In addition to 

the cost savings realized through the use of the Poll Pads and 

the ballot duplication software, weôve made significant strides 

in cutting costs of ballot printing and postage.  

It had been over 10 years since St. Louis County competi-

tively bid ballot printing services. The Board made the decision 

in 2015 to send the ballot printing contract out for bid. As a re-

sult, we were able to realize significant savings. To illustrate, 

for the 2012 presidential election 534,830 ballots were bought 

for $144,463. For the 2016 General Election, we paid only 

$87,094 for 611,560 ballots.  Thatôs a savings of $57,369 for 

the November election alone.  

Perhaps more significant were the efficiencies we gained in 

our voter notification mailings. Our new print vendor was able 

to utilize additional mail sorting techniques that drastically re-

duced postage expenses. This savings enabled us to send the 

previously described sample ballot to every registered voter. In 

November of 2012 we mailed one postcard to each household 

(440,355 pieces) for a cost of $113,136. For the presidential 

election, we mailed 696,888 sample ballots for $108,651. For 

those keeping score at home, thatôs a 58% increase in mail vol-

ume, but a 4% decrease in cost. 

In an era of ever tightening public budgets, weôre walking 

the walk by doing more with less. óMore bang for the buckô as 

the saying goes. 

As the laws and procedures of administering elections be-

come more complex, the challenges heaped on election profes-

sionals become ever more daunting. The St. Louis County 

Board of Elections is constantly working to meet these goals 

with improved technology and human resources, while estab-

lishing this office as a leader in the field of election administra-

tion.  

  

 Respectfully, 

 

 

 

 

 Rick Stream & Eric Fey 

 Directors 
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